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Abstract
This article looks at contemporary artworks that utilise re-enactment as scenes of learning to engage with feminism’s histories. Virginia Woolf’s call for ‘a room of one’s own’ is re-imagined for today, when we might have a room, but often not the time to use it. Re-enactment is seen as creating ‘a time of one’s own’, made up out of disparate historical moments which, when brought together, become alive and vital for the present and the future. By using Bertolt Brecht’s concept of the learning-play, the process of rehearsal is foregrounded to conceptualise what is happening when historical material is re-enacted. In the examples explored, this rehearsal is also motivated by an affective charge, a desire to know whilst accepting and celebrating that this knowledge will always be partial. The learning-play was also devised a method for forming new communities, something that is discussed here as occurring across history as well as in the present moment. The artworks discussed are Salomania by Pauline Boudry and Renate Lorenz (2009), Allyson Mitchell’s Killjoy’s Kastle: A Lesbian Feminist Haunted House (2013), Kajsa Dahlberg’s A Room of One’s Own / A Thousand Libraries (2006) and Faye Green’s NOT TO DISCOU[RAGE] YOU (2013). 
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A Time of One’s Own

I’m in the library. There is a low shelf, near the exit, by the librarian’s desk. I can’t remember what it was labelled, probably something like ‘Women’s Studies’ or ‘Women’s Psychology’. I’ve been working my way through the titles that appeal to me. I think this is where I first pick up Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch, drawn to its title and vaguely disturbing cover which shows a female torso hung up like a jacket. I definitely read Sheila Jeffries, Andrea Dworkin, maybe Sheila Rowbotham, alongside numerous Virago Classics, chosen from their own dedicated cardboard display case on the other side of the librarians’ desk, their dark green spines brought together in a feminist chorus.

A few years later, probably 1997. I’m finishing my undergraduate studies, and there is a feminist conference being hosted by the History of Art Department. I see Amelia Jones give a paper on cunt art, she has one or maybe two children in tow, looked after by her husband. As I remember it, Griselda Pollock is the keynote speaker. My overriding impression is of her charismatic presence. This is the first time I’ve seen either Jones or Pollock in the flesh and this experience of feminist art history taking the stage stays with me.

2004. Emma Hedditch curates an exhibition at Cubitt in London, called ‘A Political Feeling, I Hope So’. In the space hangs a ‘separatist curtain’, made in collaboration with Henriette Heise, which the artists describe as ‘a homemade fantasy of fake differentiation’ (fig. 1).​[1]​ Due to regulations around discrimination the gallery cannot be made into a woman-only space, but the curtain reminds participants of this idea. The exhibition consists of film screenings, reading groups, meetings and a journal that includes contributors’ reflections on their feminist pasts and desires. The text introducing the project reads: ‘For three days Cubitt gallery will become a feminist autonomous place (that is, we will commit to that idea).’​[2]​

These three scenes are from my feminist past. They are slight, but intellectually and pedagogically important. I start with these recollections to explain, in part, my title. ‘A Time of One’s Own’ obviously plays on Virginia Woolf’s famous book A Room of One’s Own. In this article I want to look at re-enactment as creating a time of one’s own, made up out of disparate historical moments which, when brought together, become alive and vital for the present and the future. As I will explore later, a time of one’s own also points to the necessity of having time, time to spend in that room of your own, time that is not instrumentalised towards paid work or domestic labour.​[3]​ For Woolf, ‘a room of one’s own’ is a way to visualise the freedom to be creative – imagined by having enough money and space to obtain creative autonomy. Today, we might have a room, but often not the time to use it. This sense of time-poverty, both of being in an increasingly full present and having only a dim awareness of the past in the face of the new, is something that underpins my argument here. 

Artists engaging with the histories and fantasies of feminism are creating a time of one’s own both by bringing together a cast of historical moments and characters for us to use in the present, as well as providing a durational space for us to engage with this material. Here I will discuss a series of artworks – primarily the 2009 film Salomania by Pauline Boudry and Renate Lorenz, as well as Allyson Mitchell’s installation Killjoy’s Kastle: A Lesbian Feminist Haunted House (2013), Kajsa Dahlberg’s A Room of One’s Own / A Thousand Libraries (2006) and Faye Green’s NOT TO DISCOU[RAGE] YOU (2013) – all of which utilise re-enactment as scenes of learning. To think about this, the process of rehearsal will be foregrounded: whether rehearsing an argument in text or in conversation or rehearsing gestures alone or in a group. Rehearsal is a pedagogical tool that helps to conceptualise what is happening when historical material is re-enacted. Rehearsing an idea through the body is one way of imagining Rebecca Schneider’s description of re-enactment as an ‘embodied inquiry’.​[4]​ Rehearsing material also necessitates a critical relationship to it, a willingness to rework and return, a repetition that is not traumatic but generative. Bertolt Brecht’s theorisation of the learning-play (Lehrstück) understands this exchange between script and players as including the rehearsal of ideas alone, to the exchange between teacher and student, between friends, an audience or as a text is read. In the examples explored, this rehearsal is also motivated by an affective charge, a desire to know whilst accepting and celebrating that this knowledge will always be partial. This desire is something that is key to my relationship to histories of feminism, something staged here as a continuing rehearsal, where feminist ideas are inhabited to see what their possibilities might be now. 

My past and present is woven with the writings, ideas and art from second-wave feminism. I’ve read feminist history, poetry, politics, philosophy and fiction in a fairly random manner from my late teens. I hold the experience of reading and imagining these histories as a dear and important activity. As a teenager and young woman I wasn’t involved in a political group, and often felt anachronistic in my feminist politics. They were closely linked to my personal feelings of not fitting in with a heteronormative model of feminine identity or sexuality, so were part of a self-discovery through the creation of an alternative history and community. I wasn’t directly involved in the so-called third wave, and experienced riot grrl from a similar historical remove to that of the second-wave ideas I read in my local library as a teenager. In an important sense I experienced the second-wave as immediate, in that I related and reimagined narratives of becoming-feminist as messy, confusing and exhilarating in my own present moment. Rather than becoming-feminist into the historical moment of the Women’s Liberation Movement I become a feminist into feminisms’ histories, helped by friends, teachers, books.

Whilst working on the re-imagining of feminist histories in contemporary art, I’ve been drawn back to my autodidactic process of learning, and how pedagogical scenes – whether featuring teachers, academics, peers or students – continue to form my ideas of feminist histories and temporalities.​[5]​ This is why I don’t relate to familial metaphors around generations. Rather, as Rosalyn Deutsche suggests, generations should be understood as relations, rather than entities, so that ‘we can move away from casual linearity toward multidirectional models of history’. ​[6]​ This concept of generations as relations rather than time-specific identities is one that is also found in Julia Kristeva’s essay ‘Women’s Time’, which has been inspirational for many feminist writers on this topic. For Kristeva, the concept of generation is one that implies a ‘signifying space’, which she describes as ‘both a corporeal and desiring mental space’.​[7]​ This chimes with work on queer temporalities, beginning with Carolyn Dinshaw’s influential discussion of connecting ‘affectively with the past’ to create ‘communities across time’.​[8]​ Elizabeth Freeman’s book Time Binds argues for the necessity of disruptive models of temporality to explore what has not yet been realised within feminist and queer histories. Freeman draws on Walter Benjamin’s enigmatic theorisation of history and its relationship to the present, with his essay ‘On the Concept of History’ (1940) also being an important reference for much art historical discussion of re-enactment, which will be returned to later in this article. 

Brecht’s notion of the learning-play suggests a prosaic model to grapple with a Benjaminian notion of history, particularly in being able to historicise the present through an engagement with the past.​[9]​ As I’ll explore below, the learning-play focuses on the community formed in the rehearsal, discussion and performance of a script. This creation of a community through an engagement with the past is something that links the artworks discussed here, and is one way to understand what is meant by ‘a time of one’s own’. Despite not belonging to an easily identifiable feminist group, I have witnessed a rise in academics, artists and writers wanting to think about feminism’s histories in a multitude of ways, with communities formed around reading groups, art events and seminars. Indeed, this article is the product of an evolving conversation that owes a great debt to many friends, colleagues and students. Increasingly, contemporary artists have worked in this space and time of feminisms’ histories, to figure out what we might get from them now. 

Re-enactment has been prevalent in contemporary art and performance of the last decade, and so I will now sketch out my own use of this term. In exploring the ways in which artists engage with feminist and queer histories I’ve looked at artworks that take a pre-existing film, image, text or idea, and re-present it in some way. This can be a faithful replay or a fantastical re-imagining. I am using an expanded idea of re-enactment, so rather than literal re-presentation, I’m interested in the process of embodying and analysing an event, text or idea. There has been wide-ranging critical discussion on re-enactment and reperformance, with Rebecca Schneider providing one of the most thorough and nuanced accounts of the disruptive temporalities and possibilities that re-enactment can allow. She explores how ‘the experience of re-enactment… is an intense, embodied inquiry into temporal repetition, temporal recurrence.’​[10]​ She works through a wide range of philosophical models for thinking about how re-enactment might ‘open-up’ history, whilst acknowledging that re-enacting a past event can also spectacularise or stabilise it.​[11]​ A key term for Schneider is ‘syncopated time’, describing ‘the warp and draw of one time in another time – the theatricality of time – or what Gertrude Stein, thinking about Hamlet, referred to as the nervousness of “syncopated time”.’​[12]​ This syncopated time is also referenced by Elin Diamond’s repurposing of Brechtian ideas for feminist theatre, exploring how ‘syncopatedness, the visceral and cognitive sense of temporal otherness, becomes methodological, a praxis of seeing/knowing and performing/writing in which the object belongs not to me but to a historical force-field which is never fully knowable.’​[13]​ Diamond’s words might also be used as an explanation of Elizabeth Freeman’s often-used term ‘temporal drag’, which conceptualises how anachronistic feminist and queer histories can pull on and resonate in the present.​[14]​ Across the literature on re-enactment, there is this attention to temporal disruption as a space of possibility, and here I want to explore it as a space of learning. 

Learning-Plays
By using a very specific version of a play, Brecht’s concept of a ‘learning-play’, I want to foreground how the rehearsal and analysis, as well as the presentation of a re-enactment can offer a starting point for further investigation. This return to Brecht might be seen as another layer of re-enactment in relation to second-wave feminist art and ideas.​[15]​ Developed during the 1920s in Germany, a period of profound social change and possibility, the learning-play feeds into Brecht’s broader ideas of epic theatre.​[16]​ With the learning-play, he focused on the act of rehearsing, watching and discussing a play, as much as performing it. He compares the process to reading: ‘In studying an interesting book we must “look back”, we reread passages in order to grasp them entirely, and so too in theatre. Revisiting a play is like rereading a page of a book. Once we know the contents of it, we can judge more closely of its meaning, or its acting, and so on.’​[17]​ 

By translating the process of reading and rereading to that of embodying, discussing and viewing a script, Brecht provides ways of thinking about gesture, collective learning and discussion that are often key to contemporary artworks that return to feminist and queer histories. He made a number of experiments, often written collectively, that included audience participation or dispensed with the audience entirely so that the process of rehearsal and reflection formed the key activities.​[18]​ His model of the learning-play is suggestive rather than programmatic, commenting how the learning-play is ‘essentially dynamic; its task is to show the world as it changes (and also how it may be changed).’​[19]​ Roswitha Mueller also points out that ‘Brecht writes the central concern of the Lehrstück into the text itself – namely, the education of individuals to enable them to become members of a collective.’​[20]​ 

After Brecht returned to more realist modes of dramatic presentation in the late 30s, Devin Fore has argued that the emphasis on quotation and re-enactment of gesture continued to create plays that are to be analysed and interrogated, through a process of ‘demonstration’: ‘Instead of eliminating representation entirely, Brecht compounded it by reproducing the reproduction, as it were, by quoting secondhand speech, by acting out the film. “Show that you are showing!” Brecht enjoined his actors. (Werke, 22.1:126)’​[21]​

Killjoy’s Kastle
Re-enactment’s historical returns do not have to be factually accurate, but can play with our mythologising and fantasising around feminist pasts. As I was writing an early draft of this article, I went to see a film of Allyson Mitchell’s Killjoy’s Kastle: A Lesbian Feminist Haunted House, installed in March 2014 as part of the BFI’s Flare season (previously the London Lesbian and Gay Film Festival).​[22]​ Mitchell’s interactive work draws on American evangelical hell houses, with the horrors depicted here coming from lesbian feminist literature, icons, stereotypes and myths. In its original version, participants were guided around by a demented Women’s Studies Professor, who instructed them on the queer dimensions of Women’s Studies, and dramatically introduced a lively historical archive of riot grrrl ghouls, ball-busters and polyamorous vampiric grannies, ending with a processing room where visitors could dialogue with real life feminist killjoys (fig. 2).​[23]​

Alongside film footage of the haunted house in Toronto in October 2013, the installation at the BFI recreated some of the cheesy, faux-creepy imagery from the original, including a series of gravestones, marking the passing of various feminist and lesbian organisations and institutions (fig. 3). Alongside SCUM, dated ‘1968 – infinity’, there were a range of UK and London specific markers – including Silver Moon, Circles, and the Lambeth Women’s Project – a list of the deceased that made the installation space one of campy mourning and reflection. Individual memories of various organisations were invoked by the presence of these gravestones, a wake for feminist and queer pasts that doesn’t always make the history books. Speaking to one of the London-based collaborators who had worked on the gravestones, she described how the collective activity of making them had also been a chance to find out about organisations being inscribed into the slabs of polysterene.​[24]​ There was an active element of engaging with and illuminating these organisations both in the production stage and for the viewers of the final installation, a process that employs many of the aspects found in Brecht’s learning-play. 

Re-enactment thought of as ‘embodied inquiry’ was present both for the participants in the original installation, the producers of the BFI installation, and the viewers who came to sit amongst the gravestones, watching footage of the Toronto installation. I went on the last afternoon that the piece was up, having missed the events that had taken place, sitting there mostly alone. My experience of this artwork – that was initially an event – was one of afterness. This experience of afterness can be a productive one, in which we desire to bring our version of that event alive in our present. The installation induced a sense of reverie, as I sat there remembering the places inscribed on the gravestones that had been important to my feminist and queer pasts, as well as imagining the organisations that I knew nothing about, a fantasy conjured by the titles: Silver Moon, First Out, Venus Rising, Black Fist, Circles, The Gateways Club. A rehearsal of personal memories that linked me with past communities: the bookshop from which I bought many of my favourite books, the bars where I hung out when I first moved to London, the places I hadn’t been to but friends had tried to save from extinction or had done research on. The names on the gravestones required a remembering that was also a reclamation of their potential for the present, communities felt as ghostly traces across people’s memories and lives. Here, Freeman’s notion of temporal drag was something to be experienced by the audience, as well as being present in the Killjoy’s Kastle cast of stereotypes and fantasies around lesbian feminism.

The organiser of the BFI installation, Nazmia Jamal, arranged for the gravestones to have a literal afterlife, auctioning them off to raise money for LISG: the Lesbian Immigration Support Group. As I tried to choose from the list of gravestones, I decided on an organisation that I had never heard of: Feminist Activist Forum, or F.A.F.. The humourous acronym seemed apt for my sense of time as disrupted, stretched, filled with teaching or the tedium of administration at work, and family care at home. I put it in my office as a hopeful reminder to try and use some of my time for research and writing, and also to create a space in which the residue of my research is visually present, and a talking point for visitors and students (fig. 4). Later, I found out that Jamal had included F.A.F. because its name had become a self-fulfilling prophecy: an organisation that began life as the UK Feminist Forum, but disbanded before agreement could be made on what action it should take across issues of race, transgender, sexuality and class. Jamal recounts how: ‘I don't think it lasted a year and I included it in the graves as a bit of a joke for those people who remembered how faffy it was…. It is an excellent lesson in why people should support existing organisations instead of immediately trying to set up their own!’​[25]​ Jamal’s comments point to the necessity of having a history that joins together feminist communities, rather than each new grouping inventing spaces and places that have already existed, or still do exist. Jamal’s involvement in F.A.F. also pointed to the incorporation of her own activist history, as well as research, in compiling the list of organisations to commemorate.​[26]​ This commemoration was also imagined as an activation, recalling both Brecht’s desires for the learning-play to teach new attitudes to a collective through embodying historical moments critically, and Freeman’s comments on temporal drag’s relationship to political generations. Freeman writes: ‘It may be crucial, then, to complicate the idea of horizontal political generations or waves succeeding each other in progressive time with a notion of ‘temporal drag’ thought less in the psychic time of the individual than the movement time of collective political fantasy.’​[27]​

Salomania
In Pauline Boudry and Renate Lorenz’s film Salomania, a collective is again pictured across time as well as through the audience, bringing together iterations of Salome’s dance of the seven veils as a form of infectious image (fig. 5). Circulating around this dance as pictured in Alla Nazimova’s 1923 experimental film Salomé, the artists excavate the queer potential in various embodiments of Salome and her dance as it was performed through the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The artists say how ‘we liked the idea of a dance as “infectious” in terms of denormalising practices’.​[28]​ In one of the statements published to accompany the film, they tell us how: 
At the beginning of the twentieth century in England, women met privately to perform the dance of the seven veils, a movement which, like a kind of viral infection, was called “Salomania”. Shortly after the appearance of the Strauss opera “Salome”, an article in the New York Times urged President Roosevelt to act to prevent the fad from spilling over into the USA.​[29]​ 
In the film, this Salomania is continued through a montage of fragmented scenes, which include Wu Ingrid Tsang and Yvonne Rainer re-enacting Salome’s dance as it is performed in Nazimova’s film, as well as interacting as Rainer teaches Tsang her own Salome-inspired dance, ‘Valda’s Solo’, from her film Lives of the Performers (1972) (fig. 6).​[30]​ In between these dances, the process of rehearsal and discussion are foregrounded, with Tsang questioning Rainer on her ‘NO Manifesto’ and the campy eroticism found in Rainer’s interpretation of Salome’s dance.​[31]​ 

Like other films by the two filmmakers, there are many elements both within and alongside the film that indicate the process of its making and research. Clapperboards are shown at the beginning (marked ‘Scene 1, Take 3’ – although this scene is actually scene 2); a scene between Rainer and Tsang appears to be a rehearsal for one of the others, and they are shown getting ready for the performance of Nazimova’s dance (fig. 7-8). The artists explicitly reference Brechtian strategies of showing in commentaries on their work, although they emphasis that this act of showing is done without a sense of explaining what is being shown.​[32]​ In Boudry and Lorenz’s work, the bodies of performers transform the scripts as well as the re-enactment of speech. Here the concept of ‘embodied inquiry’ is thought through the dancing figure of Salome, the communities that have historically formed around the dance, and the differently gendered, raced and aged bodies that Salome has been taken up by. By working with the young trans performer Tsang, who plays Salome, Nazimova, and the student of Rainer, the history of Salome as an exoticised, perversely sexualised character is animated. Boudry and Lorenz have discussed how the figure of Salome was taken up by Nazimova as a way of performing her Jewish identity, as well as taking charge of her type-casting as ‘exotic’. By the late nineteenth century Salome was a figure used to embody racial and sexual degeneracy, a circular logic in which a fictional character become justification for pseudo-scientific debates which located excessive female sexuality within a non-white, non-Christian body.​[33]​ 

When the film was shown at the South London Gallery, a zine was published alongside the exhibition, including material on historical embodiments and performances of Salome, focusing on their queer feminist potential. When asked about the relationship of the research and associated materials with the film they stated: ‘The films should also work without any further information. But since our works are based on research on the one hand and they also might produce “theory” or “thinking” on the other hand, other dimensions might open up if you are able to look at documents or read a text that is related to the different elements of the film.’​[34]​ In interviews, the artists have explained why they are not interested in historically accurate re-enactment, with Boudry saying ‘the way that performers engage with the archive is not a mere re-enactment; it very often involves anachronistic elements.’​[35]​ They discuss how the idea of temporal drag underpins their use of re-enactment, describing it as ‘a connection of current performers (which include their embodiment of contemporary performance work) with materials from the past and the audience – connection understood as instigated by desire.’​[36]​ Here re-enactment is a form of understanding, learning, of getting inside a collection of historical moments and gestures to make them active for the present. 

When we see Tsang dancing alongside film footage of Nazimova in the famous dance of the seven veils, Rainer performs the viewer, Herod; Salome’s stepfather, and the man for whom the exchange of a dance for a promise leads to the execution of John the Baptist (fig. 9). There is already a strange temporality to Nazimova’s dance, as he performs in a white wig and close-fitting dress that seems closer to punk than the actual moment of its performance in the 1920s. Rainer mimes the leering face of Herod watching Salome dance, a feminist mother transformed into a queer predatory stepfather, a parody of a familial relationship. 

In a later scene we witness a conversation between Tsang and Rainer as Rainer teaches part of ‘Valda’s Solo’, her response to Nazimova’s dance that is filmed for Lives of the Performers, in which a ball is used to represent the head of John the Baptist. They talk about the relationship of ‘Valda’s Solo’ to Rainer’s famous ‘NO Manifesto’, with Rainer being slightly exasperated. In contrast, when she is teaching Tsang gestures from the dance she is much more precise. The act of learning and teaching is dramatised here, with Tsang’s serious student contrasting with Rainer’s casual, but nonetheless exacting, teacher (Rainer was Tsang’s teacher at CalArts).​[37]​ After Tsang asks Rainer about the relationship of eroticism and camp in Valda’s Solo to the dictates of the ‘NO Manifesto’, Rainer simply says ‘That manifesto was never meant to be a Bible!’ Her comment warns the good student not to be too studious, and also points to the impossibility of recreating a historical moment or intention in the present, as in the moment of its making it was not completely fixed. Instead, we are encouraged to join Rainer and Tsang in the seemingly formal act of learning a dance, which Tsang performs for Rainer in the subsequent, penultimate scene of the film. 

In the opening speech (which could also be the closing speech)​[38]​, Tsang refers to Rainer as his ‘father-in-law’. If the two are performing the relationship between Salome and Herod, then this is a mistake, maybe of translation, as Rainer would be Tsang’s stepfather. But if this is about a conceptualisation of their relationship, then father-in-law might be apt. A father-in-law implies a relationship that is both familial and generational, but bound by convention, not blood. The potential for this relationship to be an erotic one is therefore more possible, and the dynamic with an older generation is not straightforwardly between sons and fathers, just as these two characters are not men, but are figured in a variety of masculine poses and positions. Tsang usually employs the male pronoun when referring to himself, although his screen persona is ambiguously gendered.​[39]​ He has described himself as ‘a butch queen in heels’, refusing to locate his trans identity as male or female, but instead remains resolutely queer.​[40]​ When watching the film I’d assumed that Tsang was a butch woman, and what was being presented was a relationship between two queer women enacting different models of feminine seduction and female masculinity. Instead, like the artists’ conception of Salome as an image that is not fixed, but a combination of interpretations, gestures and figures, the two performers are set up as a series of relationships to each other and to us, the audience. Rainer is the historical figure who has made canonical works such as Lives of the Performers, but also the wry teacher who watches her student critically but affectionately, as well as camping up for the figure of Herod, a fantasy of power that ultimately rests in the ring on his finger rather than anything about his own person. (In Nazimova’s film, the ring on Herod’s finger is taken by his wife and given to the executioner, who understands it as a command to execute John the Baptist).

In this film we are seeing the process of research, and the process of performing. The montage of scenes is disruptive, stuttering, with different moments of performance, thinking, discussion, reflection. Like a Brechtian learning-play, the act of showing is foregrounded – showing us how the dance is performed, showing us how our viewing is positioned, showing us how the film is made. Returning to Brecht’s quote ‘[r]evisiting a play is like rereading a page of a book’​[41]​ I would like to propose that we are watching such an act of rereading, one that is passionately and creatively engaged with its potential for the present, utilising its historical sources as methods of teaching us, of showing us how we perform the act of viewing and asking us to continue the act of researching. As we oscillate between the leering face of Rainer as Herod and the lithe body of Tsang as Nazimova as Salome, we are encouraged to take part in a Salomania that continues beyond the frame of the film; a fantasy in which the past is imagined in the present, a past that is as difficult and exciting to engage with as a person, a script which commands us to examine, perform and discuss. 

A Time of One’s Own
Thinking about re-enactment as bringing to life histories that have unfulfilled potential, I reread Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own. The emphasis on bodies in Salomania made me pay attention to the people and relationships found within it. Woolf frames her argument by staging a lecture, given to a group of women students at a fictional Oxbridge college.​[42]​ Repeatedly, she brings in her own embodied experiences and scenes of learning and thinking, from sitting on a riverbank to working in the British Library. She approaches her topic – ‘women and fiction’ – through a combination of research, anecdote, imagined history and fictionalised encounters. She invites the audience/reader to join her in the analysis of what appears to be an impossible topic to summarise. Like the artists considered here, she combines fantasy with history, transforming what at first appear to be straightforward anecdotes into tools for analysing the key problems around the production of creativity and the histories of women writers. As is well known, her precise, sardonic argument about ‘women and fiction’ centres on the necessity of money and a room of one’s own. As I work on artists engaging with feminist histories as forms of learning-plays, I think about Woolf’s words, and how increasingly we could reframe her call for a room of one’s own as a time of one’s own. 

My use of this phrase ‘a time of one’s own’ is meant to suggest both the need for time in the present, and an embracing of previous moments to create a context for our ‘now’. Importantly, to take part in a learning-play requires time on the part of the participants, as well as insisting on close attention being paid to the historical material under analysis. For me, the time needed to be a creative or political person is brought to life in a number of sections of Woolf’s text. The first occurs within a couple of pages of beginning the book. She writes of sitting on a riverbank, and whilst contemplating the scenery, a thought darts into her mind, which she vividly describes as catching a fish that flits in the water:
Thought – to call it by a prouder name than it deserved – had let its line down into the stream. It swayed, minute after minute, hither and thither among the reflections and the weeds, letting the water lift it and sink it, until – you know the little tug – the sudden conglomeration of an idea at the end of one's line: and then the cautious hauling of it in, and the careful laying of it out?​[43]​ 
As we sit with her, she tantalises us with the statement that although this thought is small, it can still be found within the pages of this book. However, as the scene continues, her moment of creative thinking is disrupted by her being apprehended by a Beadle, who tells her only Fellows and Scholars are allowed to walk on the grass: she must return to the gravel path. In this scene, as in many that follow, Woolf demonstrates the many, and often petty, ways in which creativity requires support: institutional, financial and intellectual. Whilst Woolf appears to be alone in much of the book, she is in fact surrounded, first by the women students in the lecture hall to whom she first frames her fictional anecdotes, then as we follow her through her research and musings we meet the women from history who either make it as writers or those who have to be imagined, as well as members of Oxbridge colleges enjoying (or not) their lunches and dinners. As readers we take part in this collective, addressed by Woolf’s intimate tone to join in the discussion. 

The moment of creative thinking that Woolf describes is one that I have found in watching, reading and participating in the artworks under discussion. Whether sitting in the BFI amongst the gravestones and crocheted cobwebs of Killjoy’s Kastle or sitting at home reading the zine accompanying the film Salomania, the material provided is given as a starting point, a way of entering into a process of research and reflection, with a view to creating new feminist possibilities and communities in the present. Reading A Room of One’s Own articulates the structures that often remain invisible behind the capturing of even a small thought, and how being creative so often requires being part of a collective, both in terms of a history to identify with and as a peer group in the present. In the book’s conclusion, Woolf exhorts the reader to work for the future of women writers, to make possible the realisation of Judith Shakespeare: her fictional sister of William Shakespeare. Her account of being a women and a writer in the sixteenth century is a tale in which writing is impossible or destroyed, with Judith Shakespeare’s suicide being the tragi-comic conclusion, buried underneath where omnibuses now pass through Elephant and Castle. In creating Judith Shakespeare, Woolf gives a figure of unfulfilled women’s creativity, a figure to work for, as she tells us in the last line of the book: ‘I maintain that she would come if we worked for her, and that so to work, even in poverty and obscurity, is worth while.’​[44]​

Woolf writes A Room of One’s Own to a community of women, or more precisely, a community of potential or actual feminists. These communities that are formed around reading are animated in a work by the artist Kajsa Dahlberg. In A Room of One’s Own / A Thousand Libraries (2006), Dahlberg visited every public library in Sweden to collect the marginalia recorded in the libraries’ copies of Woolf’s book (fig. 10). Here, the invisible and cross-temporal communities of readers are brought to life through the residue of their interaction with Woolf’s words. These recall my own sense of autodidactic learning in relation to feminism’s histories, one which would imagine a community for me try and actualise within my life. Here the act of reading might be equated with that most second-wave of activities: consciousness-raising. A friend of mine pointed out that the learning-play might be a way of thinking about consciousness-raising, and the two forms share goals of re-forming social structures and personal lives through sharing, researching, and analysing.​[45]​ Here consciousness-raising occurs not within an immediate space with a group of women, but across time, sometimes in relation to actual bodies, sometimes in relation to historical material. Dahlberg recounts how she wanted to give the book to a friend, and on finding the Swedish edition was out of print, she photocopied and bound the pages of a library copy. This act of friendship, of communication through literature, is a version of consciousness-raising that takes place in the context of a rich tradition of feminist writing. Like the re-reading of a book that Brecht recalls when he describes the process of learning, unlearning, and re-imagining that happens in the learning-play, Woolf’s words take place in a connected set of re-enactments – fantastical and actual – from her re-staging of her university lecture to the next reader who picks up her book and find inspiration in its pages.

As mentioned at the beginning of this article, discussions of re-enactment and notions of disrupted temporality often reference Walter Benjamin’s famous theses ‘On the Concept of History’. Nicholas Ridout explores the ways in which theatre can ‘undo’ time, when its syncopated time is mobilised through what would be termed a constellation by Benjamin.​[46]​ Both Brecht and Benjamin saw an urgency in being able to keep hold of history in the present. As Benjamin puts it: ‘The only historian capable of fanning the spark of hope in the past is the one who is firmly convinced that even the dead will not be safe from the enemy if he is victorious.’​[47]​ The artists who take hold of feminisms’ histories echo this drive. Just as Dahlberg retrieves Woolf’s famous book as it is out of print, or the gravemakers remember the organisations that disappear through their engraving on the fake stones, a communication about different moments takes place, a communication that is an ongoing discussion, a rehearsal of a history fuelled by an urgency for what it might teach us in the present.

A rehearsal
In a letter to Rainer, Boudry and Lorenz begin by asking her whether she agrees with the comment that certain scenes from Lives of Performers ‘are less a rehearsal of a performance than a performance of a rehearsal.’​[48]​ They continue: ‘Thinking through the question of rehearsal in this way, we learned a lot about our interest in ‘performing rehearsal’…. It seems to create bodies and sceneries [sic] of ‘becoming’ but never ‘being’’.​[49]​ Rehearsal as a process is key to the learning-play, as a space in which the script is always under possible alteration. By working on a script as both text to be analysed and gestures to be embodied, the collective engaged with a learning-play has to be aware of the specificity of their bodies and their temporality. Rehearsal also often requires a struggle, an embodiment of various possibilities without necessarily knowing which one to choose, a debate that takes place within and between bodies.

This sense of struggle is found in a performance by Faye Green, NOT TO DISCOU[RAGE] YOU (2013) (fig. 11-12). ​[50]​ In a filmed version, the artist begins by reading to camera, closely framed. The stories she tells circulate around her passionate engagement with Rainer’s famous dance Trio A. Rather than a pedagogical exchange in person, as in Salomania, here Green cannot access the approved channels through which to learn Trio A. Instead she pursues an unauthorised learning, an obsessive, incomplete taking hold of the dance through the available information: descriptions and film. Her passionate learning and embodying are accompanied by research, reading, feeling. The moments of reading are alternated with Green dancing parts of Trio A, her body’s movements confined by the small space in which the film is shot: a makeshift room that is made even more provisional through the masking tape contours of the room in which Green learned the dance. A room of one’s own is here constructed and performed within: Green tells us ‘she learns the room as she learns the dance’.​[51]​ Just as Woolf narrates scenes of embodiment to make the viewer aware of their own specific corporeality and temporality, Green insistently brings attention to her own body. Discussing the performance, Green describes how what is being shown is not her final learnt version of Trio A, but is ‘about learning my learning’.​[52]​ This learning is visceral, felt in the body in a manner akin to a hysterical symptom, not a good student but a ravenous one, one ready to steal what is needed. She talks about ‘the purgatory of an unread text, a bodiless dance’; her taking up this dance is no simple exercise in technique, but instead a survival strategy, of learning through re-enactment, an infection in the form of a historical moment. Green’s fragmented narrative tells how she stumbled upon the work of Yvonne Rainer whilst reading in a library, how she ‘read the dance before she ever saw it’. The dance marks a return in her personal history, as she had stopped dancing when her body no longer fit what is deemed appropriate for a ballet dancer. She tells the viewer ‘I am 23 remembering being 15 remembering being 8’.

In Green’s hands, Trio A can only ever be in rehearsal, as she has no access to its finished version, or the authorisation to perform it as ‘Trio A’. Instead the dance remains ‘dis-eased in her’. This sense of embodiment, as a form of learning through discomfort or excess is something that Julia Bryan-Wilson has explored in relation to her experience of learning Rainer’s Trio A – this time from Rainer herself.​[53]​ She writes how learning gestures – as opposed to watching them or reading about them – creates an embodied intimacy with the historical material of the dance, one that has the potential to fold time in ways that have been theorised as queer by writers such as Freeman.​[54]​ Like Bryan-Wilson, I want to propose that what happens in the re-enactment of gesture is that the bodily experience of performing can be used as a vehicle for a creative quotation which remakes and reshapes the gesture that is being learned and re-played. In Salomania and Killjoy’s Kastle, the re-enactments might be thought of as bringing an archive to life, or embodying an archive. In that act of embodiment, the archival material is transformed, literally and figuratively acted upon. In NOT TO DISCOU[RAGE] YOU this re-enactment is taken into the body, and is reformed in its interactions with other experiences, other histories. Green performs on her own what Dahlberg collects through textual traces that betray passionate engagements with Woolf’s own performances and arguments across the pages of A Room of One’s Own. Both projects echo the urgency described by Kate Eichhorn in her discussion of feminist archival practices: ‘The archival turn under neoliberalism should not be primarily read as a desire to escape the present but rather as an attempt to regain agency in an era when the ability to collectively imagine and enact other ways of being in the world has become deeply eroded.’​[55]​ Eichhorn’s words provide an overview to understand the current attention to feminist histories in contemporary art, resonating once again with Brecht and Benjamin’s politicised returns to history.
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